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ABSTRACT
Formally initiated in 1989, European Union (EU) cohesion policy
(ECP) has since passed through a series of metamorphoses, along
its five programming periods, while becoming the most financed
EU policy. As its name indicates, its initial goals were earmarked
for promoting economic and social cohesion, following the
intentions expressed in the Single European Act. Since then, from
a policy strategy intervention point of view, ECP has shifted into a
financial tool to promote investment for growth and jobs. In the
meantime, European spatial planning (ESP), which had its
debating pinnacle with the release of the European Spatial
Development Perspective, by 1999, has declined in interest and
narrowed into a novel notion of Territorial Cohesion. In this
challenging context, this article analyses the implementation and
main impacts of ECP and proposes a new strategic paradigm, built
around a novel ‘ESP’ vision, backed by the main pillars and
dimensions of territorial development and cohesion. More
particularly, we suggest that the current rationale for a smart,
sustainable and inclusive growth could instead fuel an alternative
strategic design based on a cohesive and sustainable
development vision: green economy, balanced territory, good
governance and social cohesion.
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The European Union (EU) Regional Policy, also known as EU Cohesion Policy (ECP), is
presently the EU’s main investment policy, as highlighted in its official website.1 More-
over, its importance for the EU’s overall political agenda goes beyond the mere financial
allocation aspects, as its holistic policy thematic character and sectoral scope make it a
perfect ‘tool’ for fomenting territorial development and cohesion processes, in view of
the goals expressed in the EU Treaty: promote economic, social and territorial cohesion,
and solidarity amongst Member States (Article 3).
In the same way, directly or indirectly, ECP has been positively impacting spatial plan-
ning instruments at all territorial levels (urban, local, regional, national and transnational).
These impacts are not only seen in the creation of new spatial planning policy instruments
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and regulations/legislation, within EU Member States, as ‘mandatory regulative tools’ to
access available EU funding, but also as fundamental ‘policy strategic design tools’ for
increasing place-based, integrated and more efficient policy implementation processes,
for instance in the ECP Regional Operational Programmes.
Indeed, despite the fact that European Spatial Planning (ESP) is not a formal compe-
tence of the EU (see Faludi, 2006; Ferrão, 2003, 2010), that does not necessarily translate
into its effective influence on the patterns of the EU’s territorial development, and also on
the implementation of some EU sectoral policies. Clearly, as Dühr, Colomb, and Nadin
(2010, p. xix) remember, ‘it is undeniable that the EU has become an important actor
for influencing spatial planning decisions and shaping the spatial development of the
European territory’.
Such a claim becomes most evident when reading the expressed goals of national and
regional spatial planning policies which, in several cases, tend to follow the goals expressed
in ESP ‘agenda setting’ documents, such as the European Spatial Development Perspective
(ESDP – EC, 1999a), and the two Territorial Agendas (Territorial Agenda, 2007, 2011).
This is, for instance, evident in the incorporation of the EU goal of achieving polycentric
development as a counterpoint to existing concentration in the ‘Blue Banana’ (see Faludi,
2014), and a more sustainable and cohesive development process, into national and
regional spatial plans (see Medeiros, 2014c).
In this context, this article discusses the potential positive effects of placing ESP at the
heart of ECP strategic goals, guidelines and principles, to fuel the clamour for a cohesive
and development post-2020 EU policy paradigm, rather than the present (2014–2020)
narrowed vision of ‘growth’. As such, along the following lines, we propose to answer
the following guiding research question: How can ESP strategies act as a catalyst to
implement a post-2020 ECP paradigm for territorial development and cohesion?
For clarity’s sake, in this article we see eye to eye with Faludi (2010, p. 3) when he
understands ESP as ‘the mode of operation in strategic spatial planning’, notably by
‘appreciating a territory relevant to solving one or more issues and formulating appropri-
ate joint spatial strategies or visions’. In a more simplified way, we propose a definition of
ESP as a ‘strategic spatial plan for promoting territorial development and cohesion at the
EU level, with a view to anticipating transnational territorial changes, tackling transna-
tional territorial needs, and promoting transnational territorial potentials, within the
EU territory and adjacent countries’.
In turn, ECP is presently regarded as the main EU investment policy tool for supporting
regional and national growth – by stimulating job creation, competitiveness, economic
growth, improved quality of life and sustainable development, following the Europe
2020 strategy goals – and territorial cooperation processes (cross-border, transnational
and interregional). Instead, we regard ECP as the main EU policy tool to attain the goal
expressed in Article 174 of the EU Treaty: promote the EU overall harmonious develop-
ment by developing and pursuing its actions, leading to the strengthening of its economic,
social and territorial cohesion.
By embracing two widely discussed topics available in the academic literature (ECP and
ESP), this article aims at contributing mostly to highlight the potential gains of promoting
European Territorial Development and Cohesion, relating both in a more strategic and
profound manner. For that, the paper is organized in three different sections and a con-
clusion. The next section briefly discusses the evolution of the ECP strategic visions and
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their adaptations to specific socio-economic and political contexts, while critically debat-
ing the present focus on a ‘growth and jobs’ paradigm. The next section outlines the poten-
tial advantages of replacing the EU mainstream policy agendas, such as the Lisbon and the
Europe 2020, by an EU ESP-based policy agenda, in order to place transnational develop-
ment at the core of EU policy design and implementation. The last section presents a con-
crete vision for placing ESP at the core of the ECP strategic design, while proposing
concrete policy goals, targets, guidelines and principles for a post-2020 phase of this policy.
From a methodological standpoint, this article elaborates on two widely holistic con-
cepts: territorial development and territorial cohesion, in order to propose an alternative
conceptual vision for a post-2020 ECP. Moreover, it makes use of a wide set of theoretical
contributions, both on ESP and on ECP academic discussions. Furthermore, many of its
proposals and conclusions are based on more than 20 years of experience in analysing and
evaluating ECP-related programmes and projects, and consequent contacts with a myriad
of politicians, officials and practitioners, from which we obtained essential knowledge on
the operational aspects and impacts of this policy in different European countries and
regions.
2. Growth or cohesion? A reflection on the true purpose(s) of ECP
ECP was elaborated to cope with the very large disparities in wealth amongst EU regions
and countries (Molle, 2007). In view of the above, the main goal of ECP was to promote
economic convergence by assisting less favoured regions, namely, by means of investments
funded by EU Structural and Cohesion Funds (Begg, 2010). From a formal perspective,
however, ‘on 24 June 1988, the Council agreed on a regulation which put existing EU
funds into the context of “economic and social cohesion”, a term which the Single Euro-
pean Act had introduced two years earlier’ (EC, 2008a, p. 1). In this stance, ECP was
initially launched as a ‘socio-economic cohesion’ vehicle, and not as a ‘growth and invest-
ment’ funding policy. Notwithstanding, since then, ECP went through significant changes,
in its strategic, management, control and audit approaches (Bauer, 2008; Davies & Polver-
ari, 2011; Kassim, 2008).
Ultimately, ECP has been shaped by the adoption of several EU mainstream political
agendas/strategies, such as the ‘Lisbon Strategy’, the ‘Gothenburg Agenda’ and the
‘Europe 2020 Strategy’, which respectively (i) placed a focus on growth, employment
and competitiveness; (ii) reinforced the vision for a sustainable development strategy
and (iii) promoted a paradigm for a smart, sustainable and inclusive growth.
Again, the ECP strategy rationale was greatly influenced by the entry into force of the
Maastricht, Amsterdam and Lisbon Treaties, which respectively led to: (i) the introduction
of the Cohesion Fund; (ii) the focus on employment and social aspects of development and
(iii) the inclusion of the goal of territorial cohesion, alongside the social and economic
cohesion goals. Finally, the successive accession of new Member States (Sweden,
Finland and Austria in 1995; Malta, Cyprus, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Czech
Republic, Slovakia, Slovenia and Hungary in 2004; Bulgaria and Romania in 2007 and
Croatia in 2013) led to a significant rise of sparsely populated and less-developed areas
within the EU (Medeiros, 2016c).
All in all, these events induced successive adaptations in the ‘strategic rationale and
governance architecture’ of ECP, with three distinct phases: (i) the ‘pre-Lisbon Strategy’
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phase (1989–1999), marked by a ‘socio-economic convergence’ strategic rationale; (ii) the
‘Lisbonization’ phase (2000–2013), which reinforced the ‘growth and employment para-
digm’, while triggering a shift towards an emphasis on innovation and (iii) the ‘Europe
2020’ phase (2014–2020), where the ‘growth’ (smart, sustainable and inclusive) rationale
took a primary role, while paradoxically a wider attention was given to the ‘territorial
dimension’ of ECP.
In sum, according to Mendez (2011), the ‘Lisbonization’ of ECP brought about several
procedural innovations, mainly related to the governance model, with a view to promoting
accountability and aligning EU and national goals through national plans. On its turn,
Begg (2010) remembers that, from 2000 onwards, a wider integration of EU structural
funds was pursued, together with substantial reorientation of the available ECP funding
to the new Member States. However, he also notes that, from a strategic policy rationale,
this new era of ECP saw a gaining ascendency of competitiveness over the solidarity or
equity paradigm. This resulted from increasing globalization pressures and the adoption
of the Lisbon strategy guidelines.
However, according to Mendez (2013), the most significant makeover of ECP took
place during the post-2013 proposals, with a view to (i) spread its support more evenly
across the EU; (ii) pursue a more integrated territorial development approach across all
shared management funds; (iii) focus expenditure within Europe 2020 priorities and
(iv) promote more rigorous target setting and conditionalities (see Bachtler & Ferry,
2015), amongst others. Likewise, Begg (2010, p. 78) concludes that, by then, a considerable
attention was placed ‘on the “territorial” dimension of cohesion, which has connotations
of spatial planning at the level of the EU as a whole’. Hence, while the ‘growth and com-
petitiveness’ paradigm gained ground within the ECP strategic design, the same happened
with the awareness of promotion of a more ‘integrated and territorial approach’ within
ECP project design and implementation.
By implication, from a political narrative perspective on its strategic principles, there
are some evidences which indicate this gradual shift into a more neo-liberal agenda and
a gradual erosion of the ECP’s foundational principles (see Begg, 2010; Mendez, 2013),
namely, in the two most recent programming periods. Indeed, for the 2014–2010
programming cycle, the ‘growth and jobs’ narrative was translated into the main goal of
ECP. At the same time, the translation of the Europe 2020 objectives into place-based
frameworks was considered insufficient, namely by the Committee of the Regions
(CoR, 2009), despite the spotlight placed on ‘smart specialization’ strategies (McCann &
Ortega-Argilés, 2015), which aim to help European regions to focus on their
specific strengths, in order to increase local economic and cultural potentials (Solly,
2016, p. 194).
In sum, faced with mounting globalization processes and neo-liberalist political
agendas, ECP has gradually shifted its strategic design from the initial goals of achieving
socio-economic cohesion to the present goals of fomenting growth and jobs. However,
from a funding distribution perspective, ECP have always kept an ‘EU territorial cohesion
perspective’, by channelling the bulk of the financing into the less-developed regions of the
EU (EC, 2014) and by supporting all dimensions of territorial cohesion (see Medeiros,
2016d). A more awkward plea is the growing support to territorial integration and
place-based processes supported by recent ECP ‘related funds’ regulations. By implication,
ECP’s intrinsic purposes to support ‘cohesion policy processes’ have not been erased from
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its core. And this, in our view, provides the necessary fertile ground to place ESP as a stra-
tegic design paradigm for future potential ECP programming periods.
3. Spatial planning as a (re)trigger for territorial development and
cohesion visions for an uncertain EU
3.1. ESP towards territorial cohesion
For the past years, ESP has been emerging not only as a response to address EU real pro-
blems and needs, but also as an instrument ‘to help reconcile the potentially contradictory
core EU objectives of economic competitiveness, social cohesion and sustainable develop-
ment’ (Dühr et al., 2010, p. 5). At the same time, a rich vein of theoretical reasoning
invokes the limitations associated with the ‘economic growth and competitiveness’
vision for policy implementation, vis-à-vis a more broad and complete vision of ‘territorial
development and cohesion’. More particularly, Stutz and Warf (2012, p. 368) advocate
that ‘in conventional usage, development is a synonym for economic growth. But
growth is not development (…)’, as the latter is a multidimensional concept, thus going
beyond economic competitiveness, while encompassing concerns over social, environ-
mental and democratic-related values.
One prevailing vision of development relates it with the necessary ‘change that is
intended to lead to the betterment of people and places around the globe’ (Potter,
Binns, Elliott, & Smith, 2008, p. 6). Moreover, the idea of development carries connota-
tions with the notion of progress (Thomas, 2000), and this, in turn, led the United
Nations to state that ‘human development is about much more than the rise or fall of
national incomes’ (UNDP, 2001, p. 9). Likewise, the notion of territorial cohesion is multi-
dimensional (Faludi, 2004; Medeiros, 2016d), and only differs from the concept of terri-
torial development, as the latter can be attained in all regions (positive change in most
development dimensions) at the same time, while the former cannot (positive change is
higher in the already most developed region of a given territory).
As such, in our understanding, ECP’s ultimate goal should focus on achieving ‘territor-
ial cohesion’, rather than ‘growth’. As expressed in Article 3 of the EU Treaty, the EU ‘shall
promote economic, social and territorial cohesion and solidarity among Member States’
(EU, 2010, p. 17). More acutely, Article 174 states that ‘in order to promote its overall har-
monious development, the Union shall develop and pursue its actions leading to the
strengthening of its economic, social and territorial cohesion’ (EU, 2010, p. 127).
Drawing upon this EU mainstream political goal, ECP can be regarded as a concrete pol-
itical tool to achieve it. So how can an ‘ESP-based strategy’ be more effective in its strategic
design than the mainstream EU political agendas, such as the Lisbon and Europe 2020 EU
strategies? To answer this question, we firstly need to better differentiate both.
3.2. Advantages of ESP over EU mainstream strategies
In simple terms and according to the EU Compendium of Spatial Planning Systems and
Policies (EC, 1997, p. 24), spatial planning
refers to the methods used largely by public sector to influence the future distribution of
activities in space. It is undertaken with the aims of creating a more rational territorial
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organization of land uses and linkages between them, to balance demands for development
with the need to protect the environment, and to achieve social and economic objectives.
Spatial planning embraces measures to co-ordinate spatial impacts of other sectoral policies,
to achieve a more even distribution of economic development between regions that would
otherwise be created by marked forces, and to regulate the conversion of land and property
uses [… ].
As seen, this mid-1990s notion of spatial planning encompasses both (i) ‘policy strategic
planning’ on the need to plan economic, social and environmental aspects of policies, in
order to achieve a more harmonized and sustainable distribution of activities and (ii)
‘legislation regulative planning’ processes, associated to the need to regulate land uses
(see Albrechts, 2006; Davoudi & Strange, 2007; Kidd & Shaw, 2013; Morphet, 2011).
Similarly, the mentioned EU Compendium of Spatial Planning highlighted another
crucial aspect to ESP when it recognized that ‘spatial planning encompasses elements of
national and transnational planning, regional policy, and regional planning (…)’ (EC,
1997, p. 24).
In much the same way, the EU mainstream policy agendas (Lisbon and Europe 2020)
define a set of goals for developing the EU territory. However, both concentrate their
action on aspects related to the triad ‘economy + society + environment’, while lacking
a more holistic and territorial approach for development, thus the need for the publication
of the two Territorial Agendas (Territorial Agenda, 2007, 2011). A commonly held view
regards those agendas as an expansion of the ESDP (Moreno, 2012, p. 351). Taken all
together, comparably, an ESP strategy presents the following advantages over the men-
tioned EU policy strategic strategies:
. It adds a territorial dimension to policy strategic planning, by going beyond the
economy–society–environment strategic development triad vision.
. It provides a place-based approach by identifying the territorial needs and potentials of
the EU territory at all territorial levels: local, regional, national, transnational and
European.
. It offers a means to better interconnect and integrate existing regional, national and
translational spatial planning strategies (read macro-regional strategies – see Medeiros,
2013).
. It opens an avenue to make a more effective use of the work done by the European
Spatial Planning Observatory Network (ESPON), namely in unveiling the EU territory
needs, potentials and challenges.
. It elevates the role of Territorial Impact Assessment (TIA) procedures as an EU prin-
cipal policy evaluation process.
. It contributes to elevate the goals of promoting territorial development and territorial
cohesion, instead of a social, economic and green growth paradigm.
In the same way, Dühr et al. (2010, p. 11) identify a set of arguments both for and against a
European dimension of spatial planning. On the positive side, they argue that ESP (i) is
required to coordinate EU policies and actions which have spatial dimensions and
impacts; (ii) is needed to develop and implement EU policy goals of promoting balanced
spatial development; (iii) is needed to engage on new forms of transnational territorial
governance, which deals more effectively with functional regions; (iv) can prevent
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damaging competition and free-riders on improving environmental conditions or econ-
omic competitiveness; (v) is required to avoid distortions to the single market provoked
by varying approaches to spatial planning; (vi) can help to resolve the competing objec-
tives of economic competitiveness, social cohesion and environmental sustainability and
(vii) can provide a model of democratic and socially led spatial organization for existing
and new Member States, and neighbouring countries.
Alternatively, for Kunzmann (2006, p. 58), spatial planning is instrumental for reinfor-
cing territorial governance processes, namely by (i) providing spatial knowledge to policy-
makers; (ii) preparing the ground and showing directions for infrastructure development;
(iii) strengthening local and regional institutions; and (iv) involving citizens in regional
communication processes. In this domain, we can detect a fundamental relation
between the advantages of implementing ESP processes and EU multilevel governance
which characterizes ECP.
3.3. ESP: an informal crystallization path through territorial cooperation?
The publication of ‘spatial planning visions’ for the EU territory is far from being recent, as
in 1983 the EU adopted the European Regional/Spatial Planning Charter, in Torremolinos
(Faludi, 2010; Medeiros, 2014c). In the following, and while the ESP mother document
(ESDP) was not released, two other related ESP documents were published: (i) the
Europe 2000 (EC, 1991) and (ii) the Europe 2000+ (EC, 1994). Curiously, by now, no
update was provided for the ‘old ESDP’, despite the successive EU territorial enlargements
and the emergence of novel territorial development challenges (economic and migration
crisis, climate changes, etc.). Again, the fact the ESP is not regarded as an EU formal com-
petence can explain a non-update of the ESDP. Even so, since the publication of this docu-
ment, the idea of an ESP was translated into an EU vison of Territorial Cohesion (Faludi,
2006), followed by the discussion of this notion in the Second (EC, 2001a ) and Third
Cohesion (EC, 2004) reports.
But more importantly, the formation of the ESPON, in 2002, and the consequent work
on analysing territorial trends in the EU territory, can be regarded a crystallization process
of a ‘non-formal ESP platform’ within the EU, as it prompted visibility to a myriad of ter-
ritorial trends within the EU territory. Moreover, it has allowed for the production of
several studies which relate to ECP interventions and their impacts (ESPON ATLAS,
2006, 2014). In the end, the ESPON programme has been given its contribution to
better understand the effects of EU-funded policies and to highlight the need to
promote a wider territorial integration process in EU policy implementation, based on
an appreciation of the territory and its potentials (Faludi, 2010, pp. 2–3). In sum, for
Waterhout (2008, p. 9), the current ESP process ‘centres around four pillars: the ESDP,
the INTERREG programme, the ESPON programme and, the most recent achievement,
the Territorial Agendas of the EU’.
However, the controversy surrounding the need for ESP is ongoing. As Faludi (2010,
p. 1) concludes, its requisite for the EU depends on one’s view of planning and the EU
itself. Understandably, for European spatial planners
the European dimension of spatial planning arises from a recognized and growing need for
coordination of spatial development trends and EU spatial policy across policy sectors, across
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levels of government from the EU to the local level, and across national borders. (Dühr et al.,
2010, pp. 4–5)
In the end, for anyone involved in territorial analysis related to EU cross-border and
transnational territorial processes, normally associated with the EU INTERREG pro-
grammes, it is not difficult to understand the need for an EU transnational approach
to address concrete needs and make the most of out of EU transnational territorial
potentials. For these and other reasons, ‘despite this apparent lack of competence,
there has been a lot of activity on spatial planning at the EU level involving
the member states working “intergovernmentally” with support from the European
Commission’ (Dühr et al., 2010, p. 15).
Another ‘positive impact’ from the work carried out by the elaboration of the ESDP was
the continuous institutionalization of spatial planning processes across several EU Member
States, as Waterhout (2008) demonstrates in his seminal work on ESP, despite its minimal
influence at the EU level. The same author reminds us also of the importance of the
INTERREG II-C and the following INTERREG III-B (transnational cooperation)
programmes, as a concrete test-ground platform for applying the ESDP messages. This con-
clusion peps out the idea that ESP and ECP have been related for quite a long period, one
way or the other, namely by the operationalization of European Territorial Cooperation
(ETC) processes. However, as Kunzmann (2006, p. 57) reiterates, ESP is still a weak
policy filed in the EU, and ‘much of the opposition to spatial planning as an important
public sector action field is based on prejudice, lack of information, or just unwillingness
to accept the leading role of the public sector on territorial development’.
Nevertheless, it would appear reasonable to surmise that ‘spatial planning strategies
operating at multiple scales have in the last decade come to be viewed as key policy instru-
ments for effective territorial governance’ (Walsh, 2014, p. 306). There are, however, posi-
tive developments regarding the effects of ECP in promoting a more integrated approach
to policy design and policy-making. These have sparked not only transnational and
macro-regional planning processes (Medeiros, 2013), but also some attempts to
promote cross-border spatial planning processes, which are still relatively new in the
EU, despite being one of the main challenges for the EU border regions development
process (Durand, 2014; Medeiros, 2014d). As Faludi (2014, p. 165) concludes, despite
the reluctance from the European Commission (EC) in activating a shared competence
for territorial cohesion and ESP, the ‘INTERREG continues to give planners experience
in working on cross-border, transnational and European scales, and ESPON too may
become a site for this progressive Europeanisation of planning’.
3.4. ESP: consolidating a change from a result-oriented to an impact-oriented
ECP
Far from signalling the end of ESP, the EU territorial cohesion narrative gained momen-
tum within the EU political agenda, and culminated with the inclusion of this multidimen-
sional and holistic concept in the Lisbon Treaty. Indeed, as Molle (2007, p. 84) points out,
the operational concept of territorial cohesion should be found in spatial planning-related
documents. On another perspective, territorial cohesion has rapidly gained currency
within the EU political meanders, in order to avoid any association with regulative
land-use planning (Faludi, 2010, p. 1). By way of illustration, the same author proclaims
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that ‘like spatial planning, territorial cohesion policy is about integrating policies with a
spatial impact’.
To that degree, ECP is spread out to all EU (and some non-EU) regions. However, its
effects vary from Member State to Member State and from region to region. For the most
part, its territorial impacts have been more positive in less-developed Member States (see
Medeiros, 2014a, 2014b, 2016a, 2016b), as ECP funding has remained concentrated in
less-developed regions (62% from 1989 until 2020 – see EC, 2014, p. 187). For this, and
many other reasons, the ability to prove ECP’s effectiveness and value for money is far
from being consensual (Bachtler, Polverani, Oraz, Clement, & Tödtling-sch]onhoffer,
2009; Polverani, 2016; Rodriguez-Pose & Fratesi, 2004). This includes the assessment of
its impacts in all territorial development domains, and its dependency on the quality of
government and governance systems, amongst other aspects.
From the onset, ECP has institutionalized policy evaluation mechanisms, in order to
unveil its main outcomes, results and impacts (see EC, 1999b). Nevertheless, the result-
orientation approach has been slow to catch on. For that matter, the 2014–2020 regu-
lations included a set of new obligations intended to improve policy results-orientation,
both at the programme design and implementation phases (Polverani, 2016, p. 59). Along-
side, the degree of policy accountability has also been increasing over time, with more
responsibilities being shared by the EC with the Member States, namely in budget
implementation (Davies & Polverari, 2011). Even so, some allude to the weak EU
control mechanisms (Blom-Hansen, 2005).
However, if there is one aspect in which the ESPON programme has forged new hor-
izons for EU policy implementation, it was in its contribution to the elaboration of differ-
ent methods of TIA policy evaluation procedures, despite their excessive simplicity in view
of the need to properly evaluate the impacts of policies/programmes/projects (Medeiros,
2016e). In fact, the increasing attempts to promote TIA procedures have been borrowed
from the tradition of spatial planning in certain European countries (Molle, 2007, p. 110).
Again, in our perspective, the adoption of an ESP policy strategy vision, which guides the
application of EU funding, would gain from replacing the ongoing ‘result-oriented’ para-
digm with a more robust ‘impact-oriented’ one for EU policy evaluation processes.
4. A synthetic spatial planning strategic vision for the EU post-2020
In the previous sections, we presented a case to place ESP at the heart of EU strategic
development and cohesion visions for the post-2020 period. This section takes this idea
a bit further, by presenting a summarized ESP strategic vision, with which EU policies,
and namely ECP, should align with. As expected, following from the above discussions,
this proposed strategic vision undercuts the common assumption that the goal of EU pol-
icies is ultimately to promote ‘territorial cohesion’ and ‘territorial development’, and not
‘growth’. Running parallel to this rationale, we propose a ‘one goal – four targets’ strategy,
encompassing fundamental dimensions and respective elements of territorial cohesion
and territorial development: (i) green economy, (ii) balanced territory, (iii) good govern-
ance and (iv) social cohesion (Figure 1).
Drawing on a distinction with the EUROPE 2020 strategy for smart, sustainable and
inclusive growth, this proposed strategy elevates the notions of development and cohesion,
vis-à-vis the narrow notion of ‘growth’ – thus (re)introducing the initial goals of the ECP,
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while including a clear territorial dimension to an EU strategic vision, which was absent
from the EUROPE 2020.
As expected, there would be a wealth of implications for a post-2020 ECP following the
adoption of an ESP strategic vision for a renovated EU policy agenda. More acutely, the
existing 11 thematic objectives for ECP would be eliminated, as they contradict the
place-based and smart specialization rationale of policy implementation. On top of this,
the present ECP main goals (two) of promoting ‘growth and jobs’ and ‘territorial
cooperation’ would be replaced by one main goal: ‘achieving territorial development
and cohesion’. At the same time, the ETC goal would be elevated to a wider role (both
strategically and financially) within this new territorial-driven ECP implementation
approach (Table 1 and Figure 2). When contemplating these changes, we are not defend-
ing an emerging idea in which ECP funding should merge with the Juncker Plan, thus
ceasing the grants provisions altogether and replacing them with loan guarantees so as
to achieve more leverage. Instead, we propose the implementation of transnational
Figure 1. ECP post-2020 strategy: one goal, four targets.
Table 1. Financial distribution proposal for ECP post-2020 per territorial level.
Territorial level % Programme/projects
Transnational 40 Large-impact projects (LIPs) + INTERREG B
Cross-border 15 INTERREG-A
National 15 Sectoral Operational Programmes
Regional 15 Regional Operational Programmes
Urban 15 Urban Development + INTERREG Europe
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development/cohesion visions for the EU supported by ESP strategies. In other words, we
propose a redesign of ECP which does not affect the way the financial allocations work
presently. Rather, it only redefines its strategic guidelines while placing an emphasis on
ESP processes, and the distribution of funding.
In sum, we propose that a post-2020 ECP is built upon an ESP transnational development
approach, thus placing the present transnational and cross-border programmes at the heart
of this policy. Ultimately, the related territorial cooperation projects/programmes should be
based on large-impact transnational and cross-border projects with the goal to promote (i) a
green economy; (ii) a balanced EU territory; (iii) good governance practices and (iv) social
cohesion. At the same time, the process of cross-border cooperation would be fundamentally
centred in (i) reducing the persistent barriers posed by the presence of administrative
boundaries; (ii) valorizing the territorial capital of the border region and (iii) implementing
cross-border planning strategies (Medeiros, 2017).
As regards the ECP principles and guidelines for the post-2020 period, for the most part
we suggest the keeping of the existing ones. Beyond this, we propose a new set of principles
and guidelines (Table 2) with a view to bring forward and solidify ESP as a cornerstone for
ECP design and implementation, and also to elevate TIA procedures as a mainstream
policy for ex ante, mid-term and ex post evaluation procedures. Also important, from
our understanding, is the need to establish a financially independent monitoring/evalu-
ation structure for EU-funded projects/programmes/policies, as opposed to current prac-
tices where policies/programmes/projects finance their own monitoring/evaluation
Figure 2. ECP territorial-driven strategy 2021–2026.
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reports. The main idea is to improve the transparency and quality of EU policies evalu-
ation procedures.
Such EU policy territorial integrated approaches, arising from a wider translational
planning focus, would require, for instance (i) the concentration of funding in less-devel-
oped regions’ anchor urban centres (Figure 3), in order to promote a more balanced and
polycentric territory, in a more efficient way; (ii) the concentration of investments on
tapping transnational renewable energy potentials, with a view to promoting a more
green and sustainable EU territory (Figure 4); (iii) the support to a better governed terri-
tory, by focusing attention on transnational areas characterized by low levels of good
Table 2. ECP post-2020 guidelines and principles.
Keep original principles Add new principles
. Focusing on the poorest and most
backward regions
. Multi-annual programming
. Strategic orientation of investments
. Involvement of regional and local
partners – partnership
. Subsidiarity + concentration +
additionality
. Strategic territorial planning: EU/transnational/cross-border
. Independency: monitoring/policy evaluation
. Focus in impacts: TIA
. Place based: tailor made to territorial needs/potentials
Keep original guidelines Add new guidelines
. Focus on integrated territorial
investments
. Focus on community led local
development
. Sustainable urban development
. Focus on LIPs
. Focus on transnational cooperation projects
. Focus on cohesion and development (CoDev) increase simplification of
project management governance
Figure 3. Mega- and second-tier cities in the EU.
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governance/government (Figure 5) and (iv) the attention to a more socially inclusive ter-
ritory, as social exclusion and poverty continue to affect large parts the EU territory
(Figure 6).
Figure 4. Europe of the sun and wind.
Figure 5. Europe of ‘bad governance’.
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In the end, this proposed post-2020 ECP strategic vision, sustained by a projected ESP
strategy development vision, is expected to place the EU territorial transnational develop-
ment and integration approach at the forefront of EU policy-making, while tacking, in a
more effective and efficient way, the fundamental pillars to achieving territorial cohesion.
Such an emphasis on ESP also intends to spark and consolidate a ‘60-year EU project’ –
which brought a new era of peace and prosperity to Europe – by solidifying a unique
system of multilevel governance. Furthermore, as stated in the White Paper on European
Governance, the EU should refocus its policies in order to identify more clearly its long-
term objectives in all areas of development (EC, 2001b). And this goes in line with the pro-
posed alignment of a post-2020 ECP with an ESP strategy.
In the previous section, we alluded to several advantages of the adoption of ESP to
tackle a myriad of powerful challenges facing the EU territorial development. In this
regard, the available literature on EU future challenges (EC, 2008b) and territorial
trends (ESPON ATLAS, 2014) support our claims of the advantages of planning ahead
and acting with an ESP vision to mitigate future challenges. Moreover, these and many
other documents produced under the ESPON auspices are clear in demonstrating that
the most important challenges and untapped territorial potentials have a clear transna-
tional character.
More precisely, when it comes to the main challenges that will impact on the EU ter-
ritorial development over the coming year, such reports highlight, for the most part, trans-
national issues, such as demographic ageing, climate changes and globalization-related
impacts, thus ‘making the European dimension ever more important in boosting knowl-
edge, mobility, competitiveness and innovation’, since ‘regional disparities in economic
output and income in the European Union are far more extreme than in similar economies
Figure 6. Europe of ‘the poors’.
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such as the US or Japan’ (EC, 2008b, pp. 5–6). Moreover, the EU is characterized by the
presence of relatively geographically small nations, with open economies, which would
gain from strengthening potential synergies with their EU partners, to solve key develop-
ment challenges.
Another solid argument for this novel transnational approach, which we propose for
the post-2020 ECP phase, comes from the gains deriving from the long-term experiences
collected in implementing ETC processes in Europe, and more particularly in the EU ter-
ritory. In fact, such experiences have been consolidated by the continuous establishment of
cross-border entities (Euroregions, Working Communities, Euro-Cities and European
Groupings of Territorial Development) (Evrard, 2016; Medeiros, 2011; Perkmann,
2003) along the EU internal and external borders, and transnational entities, not only con-
solidated by the ongoing 15 transnational INETRREG B programmes, but also by the four
existing macro-regional European strategies2 (Baltic Sea – 2009, Danube – 2010, Adriatic
& Ionian – 2014 and Alpine – 2015). Indeed, this collected experience in establishing ETC
processes, which, in many cases, have been forged for more than two decades, provides a
solid scientific background to place the transnational and cross-border territorial levels at
the core of EU strategic development and cohesion policies design and implementation.
Finally, the continuous process of EU integration, which ‘has been playing a crucial role
in protecting and ensuring the stability of democracy on the European continent’ (ESPON
ATLAS, 2014, p. 94), has also gained from a long experience acquired by EU Member
States in coordinating economic (the Euro) border control (Schengen), and other transna-
tional sectoral policies, such as transports and the environment. This means, there is no
lack of transnational cooperation experience and administrative capacity to implement
our proposed strategy for the ECP post-2020.
5. Conclusion
Despite continuous metamorphoses and adaptations to specific socio-economic and pol-
itical contexts, over its almost 30 years of existence, ECP as stayed tied to its fundamental
policy goals of correcting inequalities in several dimensions of territorial cohesion and
development. Ultimately, its territorial impacts vary greatly from Member State to
Member State and from region to region. In general, less-developed Member States,
which absorbed higher volumes of EU funding, have had higher positive impacts,
mostly is the socio-economic dimension of territorial cohesion. This might have contrib-
uted to reduce the territorial disparities within the EU territory, as proclaimed by several
EU Cohesion Reports (EC, 2014). However, rather than an agent of cohesion, ECP has
favoured, directly or indirectly, for the most part, the capital cities and the more urbanized
and socio-economic dynamic areas within the EU Member States (see Medeiros, 2014a,
2016a, 2016b). In sum, by and large, ECP has had a positive contribution to territorial
development all over the EU, but had not led to achieve the goal of territorial cohesion
within the EU Member States.
Under this scenario, this article makes a case to place ESP at the heart of the EU policy
strategic design, in order to become a decisive factor to perfect the design and impacts of
ECP post-2020, notably by leading to an improvement of its effectiveness and efficiency,
and ultimately to achieve the goal of territorial cohesion, both at the EU and at the national
levels. Furthermore, we suggest a (re)orientation of the ECP rationale towards its initial
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goals of promoting territorial development and cohesion, rather than a more simplified
EU policy narrative of ‘growth’. Moreover, even though we are aware that ESP is not
an EU formal legal competence, we propose that all the efforts made up until now by
several EU initiatives which have been promoting it (ESDP, the Territorial Agendas, the
INTERREG and the ESPON) are crystalized in an organized and updated EU strategic
policy agenda, based on an EU transnational development strategic paradigm.
In accepting this ESP strategic policy framework proposal, the EU would delve more
deeply into the EU territorial integration, place-based and smart specialization narratives,
which have been adopted by the EC in recent years. Besides, it would prompt a mounting
effort to better integrate all territorial levels of spatial planning (EU, transnational, cross-
border, national and regional), which have already been triggered by the implementation
of ECP in several countries. Furthermore, it would lead to an improvement of coordi-
nation in the implementation of sectoral policies with territorial dimension, and also to
finally triggering the elaboration of EU cross-border and transnational spatial plans,
which are still in an embryonic stage. Another key claim for the advantages for the adop-
tion of such an ESP strategy is that it would most likely induce a change of heart towards
an impact-oriented policy monitoring/evaluation process, as opposed to the present ECP
result-oriented rationale. This would place TIA procedures at the forefront of EU policy
evaluation, which is still in an infancy stage.
To provide a foundation to our claims, we present a simplified ‘Spatial Planning Stra-
tegic vision for the EU post-2020’, and its influence on the strategic design of a post-2020
ECP. More precisely, we suggest a one goal-four targets policy. In concrete terms, the
present ECP goals of ‘growth and jobs’ and ‘ETC’ would be reduced to a mainstream
goal of promoting territorial cohesion and development. This would not imply,
however, a reduction of the importance of the ETC programmes. On the contrary, both
transnational and cross-border cooperation programmes would be elevated both in
policy relevance and in funding allocation, as they would be regarded as adamant ESP pro-
cesses to foment a more cohesive, harmonious, balanced and integrated EU territory.
Alongside, we propose a new set of guidelines and principles for the post-2020 ECP.
Amongst them, we highlight the need to pursue a territorial-driven strategy, where the
allocation of EU funds would need to support not only national and regional strategies
by means of Operational Programmes, but also transnational and cross-border ones.
Add to that, we suggest a stronger focus on large-impact transnational projects and the
concentration of investments on anchor cities of less-developed regions, in order to
increase the chances of achieving territorial cohesion within the EU and respective
Member States.
All these considerations suggest that ESP is an adequate vehicle to promote and achieve,
in a more effective and sound way, the goal expressed in the EU Treaty of a more harmo-
nious, cohesive and balanced EU territory, namely by the operationalization of the ECP.
Moreover, as pointed out, the EU does not necessarily have to formally place spatial
planning as one of its competences, in order to adopt an ESP-based policy development
strategy, as ESP visions which are already present in mainstream documents and pro-
grammes (ESDP, Territorial Agendas, ESPON and INTERREG) have been integrated
over time in the national, regional and also by some transnational (macro-regional and
cross-border) strategies in Europe. As such, the incorporation of an ESP vision into the
EU policy agenda design would be regarded as a natural additional milestone for this
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recognition of the need to think and act strategically from a transnational territorial
perspective.
In a nutshell, our analysis shows that what we regard as the ECP main goal (territorial
cohesion) and ESP are similar in intention, thus making a stronger case for marrying them
for a common benefit. However, we are well aware that, from a realistic point of view, the
present EU political scenario, marked by the Brexit process and increasing nationalist
movements, does not favour a transnational approach for a post-2020 ECP. Moreover,
as Faludi (2016) eloquently reminds us, there is a fundamental conflict between EU
Member States guarding their territoriality and the EC trying to gain influence over the
territoriality of EU policies. Despite all these constraints, as the exponential growth of
ETC processes in Europe has showed, when there are win-win scenarios for all involved,
the nationalistic approaches to policy design and implementation tend to dilute quite
rapidly. Moreover, the proposed rationale for a transnational ECP strategy could end
up being the most effective recipe to counteract nationalist and populist movements,
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